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Abstract

This paper is the second in a two-part series reporting 
results from the 2018 Curriculum Study.  The 2018 study 
is the fifth installment of a decades-long research project 
that captures descriptive snapshots-in-time of TR cur-
ricula. The intent of this curriculum study was to cap-
ture an in-depth, descriptive snapshot of TR educational 
programs in the U.S. and Canada as of 2018. The study 
results described TR curricula in five areas: (a) accredita-
tion, (b) curriculum/internship, (c) university and unit, 
(d) faculty, and (e) student characteristics. This paper, 
Part B, reports on: (a) accreditation and (b) curriculum/
internship characteristics portions of the research. A 64-
item online survey was sent to 91 TR program directors 
with 67 usable surveys returned (73.6% return rate). Half 
of the responding TR educational programs were accred-
ited by either COAPRT or CARTE.  The National Coun-
cil for Therapeutic Recreation Certification (NCTRC™) 
standards continued to be the most important driver of 
curricular changes. Curriculum changes included adding 
more TR specific courses, more assignments with cours-
es, more TR credit hours, and more internship require-
ments and assignments, in addition to assessing specific 
student outcomes.  Recommendations are made for fu-
ture curricular studies and research.
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Introduction and Related Literature
Since the mid-1980s, academic accreditation has evolved from a largely internal, 

resource-based model to an externally based, business-focused model that assesses 
student outcomes as the “products” of the education system (Hartle, 2012; Noabaho 
& Turyasingura, 2019; Suskie, 2016; Tam, 2014). This has followed the arc of quality 
improvement strategies in business and health care (Girdler et al., 2016). Kuh and col-
leagues (2015) predicted this product-oriented system will become more entrenched in 
higher education, not less so. “A major driver of change in American higher education 
for the foreseeable future will be a harsher, less-forgiving economic environment that 
will place greater premium on evidence of what students know and are able to do” (Kuh 
et al., 2015, p. 10). Graduates’ knowledge and skill sets are currently seen as the primary 
“products” of higher education (Horowitz, 2015). Currently, higher education views 
accreditation as an avenue to support evidence of students’ attainment of knowledge 
and skills through the use of specific outcome measures required by accreditors. And 
some indicate “the basic system by which quality control is demonstrated and main-
tained in higher education is accreditation” (Baker et al., 2004, p. 247).

Accreditation of higher education institutions has been in place for over 200 years, 
and broadly can be divided into institutional and programmatic accreditation pro-
grams (Flood & Roberts, 2017; Nabaho & Turyasingura, 2019). Both types of systems 
are in place to provide “quality assurance” mechanisms within post-secondary educa-
tion (Carter et al., 2013; Flood & Roberts, 2017). Furthermore, accreditation standards 
of specific programs “…represent professional consensus on what and how trainees 
should be taught. Standards dictate the learning outcomes needed for safe, competent 
patient care and stipulate how training programs should prepare learners for practice” 
(Stoddard et al., 2019, p. 805). 

Curriculum design and revision is the overarching term for a wide range of cur-
riculum planning and review activities. Considerations given to curriculum revision 
may include job skills, social trends, external mandates, professional credentialing 
and accreditation standards, student outcome evaluations, input from discipline pro-
fessionals (i.e., advisory councils), and technology, to name a few (Hurlimann et al., 
2013; McLeod & Steinert, 2015; Patel, 2012; Tam, 2014). Curriculum revision must 
be “perpetually responsive to change and regular evidence-based renewal must be ac-
cepted and valued” (McLeod & Steinert, 2015, p. 232) if curriculum is to be current, 
have significance, and produce the desired knowledge and skill sets in graduates. Thus, 
academic curricula are updated frequently and periodic monitoring needs to occur to 
track these changes at set points in time (Hurlimann et al., 2013).

Recently, Craig et al. (2020) provided detail into the history of therapeutic rec-
reation education. Throughout history, it has been repeatedly mentioned by various 
authors (see Connolly & Riley, 1995-1996; Kinney et al., 2017; Witman & Saville, 2006) 
that TR curricula across educational programs have demonstrated inconsistencies 
among each of the program’s curricula. Furthermore, several of the authors reported a 
need for standardized curriculum and internship experiences (Craig et al., 2020). 

In 2016, the American Therapeutic Recreation Association (ATRA) approved the 
Higher Education Task Force (HETF), and charged this committee to “systematically 
examine education requirements for entry-level practice and make recommendations 
to the ATRA Board of Directors” (ATRA HETF, 2018, p. 4). Outcomes from this sys-
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tematic curriculum examination noted the need to increase and improve fieldwork 
experiences across the TR/RT curricula, specifically by structuring and graduating the 
progression of quality fieldwork experiences staggered throughout the curriculum. In 
addition, respondents to the ATRA HETF examination indicated the most pressing 
need in therapeutic recreation education was to create consistency in curricula, specifi-
cally student learning outcomes, and incorporate new and increasing levels of compe-
tencies into curricula at the bachelor’s level (ATRA HETF, 2018). The results from this 
task force provide impetus to changes that should occur within recreational therapy 
educational programs across North America (Craig et al., 2020). Subsequent to the re-
port of findings from the HETF, ATRA initiated the formation of the North American 
Collaboration on RT Education. An entity such as this may advocate for consistency 
in RT curriculum and internship experiences. Moreover, Autry et al. (2020) stated, 
“As the profession considers the recommendations of the HETF, the current status of 
curricula must be analyzed and reported. Furthermore, analysis of trends and issues 
among faculty and students are needed to provide direction for the discipline” (p. 341).

The purpose of this curriculum study was to capture descriptive snapshots-in-time 
of TR educational programs in the U.S. and Canada, as of 2018. This study focused 
on gathering data from respondents regarding the status of their respective programs 
without comparisons among programs nor previous curriculum studies. However, 
where appropriate, significant changes in educational features are noted. Presentation 
of these results may aide in identifying elements affecting curricular quality, bench-
marking, and future trend analysis to gather evidence on effective academic prepara-
tion strategies in the profession. 

Methods1 
This is the fifth study in the Stumbo, Carter et al. series of studies designed to 

document  descriptive snapshots-in-time of TR educational programs in the U.S. and 
Canada, as of 2018 in regard to (a) accreditation, and (b) curriculum/internship char-
acteristics. Data were collected via a Qualtrics online survey. The research was pre-
approved by the respective researchers’ institutional review boards.

Sample Selection
A list of institutions offering undergraduate TR programs in the U.S. and Canada 

was compiled from the 2012 TR curriculum study (Stumbo et al., 2013). In addition, 
collaboration with the HETF sponsored by ATRA generated additional institutional 
names and confirmed contact information among the listed programs participating in 
the present study. Also, researchers conducted web searches of university websites to 
obtain contact information as well as to verify undergraduate TR program informa-
tion.

Instrument
The original instrument was created in 1996 and underwent three separate reviews 

to improve reliability and validity of the results (Stumbo et al., 2004a). In the design of 
the initial 1996 instrument, researchers included information from prior curriculum 
studies, accreditation standards, NCTRC™ standards, and fieldwork standards (Stumbo 
& Carter, 1999a). From this information, five sections were developed and included 

1This methods description is identical to the methods section described in Part A.
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characteristics of: (a) accreditation, (b) curriculum/internship, (c) university and unit, 
(d) faculty, and (e) student characteristics. This original survey was revised for subse-
quent studies in the series.

Content validity involves the degree to which important elements of a measure-
ment instrument are relative to and representative of the targeted purpose (Cook & 
Beckman, 2006; Yaghmaie, 2003; Yusoff, 2019). Content validity may examine both the 
entire instrument and individual items (Hyrkäs et al., 2003; Yaghmaie, 2003). For this 
study, the TR curricula survey underwent two additional reviews. First, the research 
team conducted a thorough review of the former survey results and revised the survey 
items to reflect changes occurring within higher education (Wilder et al., 2015; Wilder 
et al., 2017). After those revisions were completed, an invitation was sent to experts 
who teach or have taught undergraduate TR courses for 10 or more years and cur-
rently hold positions as associate or full professors. Ten experts (per the suggestion of 
Davis, 1992) completed the survey and provided feedback to researchers on whether 
items completely represented the totality of contemporary TR curriculum character-
istics. Experts were asked to comment on accuracy, completeness, clarity, relevance, 
comprehensiveness, and totality of the survey (Yaghmaie, 2003). Multiple items were 
revised for grammar, sentence structure, clarity, or deleted following this expert review.

The final survey consisted of 64 questions covering primarily undergraduate cur-
riculum characteristics organized into the aforementioned categories. The instrument 
was transferred into a Qualtrics online survey format. Using Fall 2018 data, respon-
dents completed the survey by selecting radio buttons, check boxes, and/or typing into 
text entry boxes. A new feature in this study iteration was the option to pause and 
return to the survey at a later time.

Data Collection
TR program directors were invited to participate in the 2018 curriculum study 

using data from their 2018 academic year through an initial email sent on January 22, 
2019. The email provided the study’s purpose, directions, clarifying definitions, sug-
gested resources to complete the survey, and the link to the online survey. The survey 
was closed on February 19, 2019.  Multiple emails were sent after the first 10-day sur-
vey period to encourage additional responses.

Data Analysis
A report of basic descriptive statistics on closed-ended quantitative data was gen-

erated through the Qualtrics online software. Data were exported into an Excel spread-
sheet and then analyzed using SPSS v. 25 for statistical analysis. Content analysis was 
used to code and synthesize open-ended qualitative data. A number of institutions did 
not respond to all items, resulting in several points of missing data. The total number 
of respondents per item is noted when the number of respondents deviates from the 
total number of survey respondents (n = 67).

Results
Part B results are reported in two sections: (a) accreditation and (b) curriculum/

internship characteristics; whereas Part A reports on (a) university and unit, (b) fac-
ulty, and (c) student characteristics. Survey links were sent to 91 TR program directors 
or department chairs, with 67 usable returns, for a 73.6% return rate. The n of respon-
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dents is noted per item or per answer option since not all respondents answered each 
item/answer option.

Accreditation Characteristics
Respondents were asked about the current accreditation status of their TR pro-

gram. Of the 53 respondents to this item, 27 (50.9%) reported having accreditation and 
26 (49.1%) reported not being currently accredited. When asked which accreditation 
program (n = 24), 19 (79.2%) said they were currently accredited by COAPRT and 
5 (20.8%) said by CARTE. Of the 24 who were currently accredited, one respondent 
planned to seek re-accreditation with CARTE and nine said they would seek re-ac-
creditation with COAPRT. Only one program (4.2%) that was not accredited in 2018 
reported planning to seek new accreditation and that was with CARTE. There was an 
opportunity for respondents to disclose why they were no longer seeking accreditation, 
to which there were no responses. Table 1 provides further information.

Table 1
Reported Accreditation Status of TR Programs (n = 53)
Table 1.  Reported Accreditation Status of TR Programs (n = 53) 
 
 COAPRT CARTE 

Accredited either COAPRT/CARTE (n = 

24) 

19 (79.2%) 5 (20.8%) 

Will seek reaccreditation (n = 10) 9 (90.0%) 1 (10.0%) 

Will seek new accreditation (n = 24) 0 (0.0%) 1 (4.2%) 

 

Table 2.  Total Hours for Graduation from TR Educational Programs 
 
 n Range Mean 

Graduation from university 50 60-180 118.3 

General education  48 9-120 45.2 

Recreation & leisure 

Coursework 

47 0-60 18.9 

TR coursework 48 9-67 25.4 

Supportive coursework 47 8-51 18.1 

 
 
  

For the TR programs/departments having accreditation (n = 24), the top five rea-
sons included: (a) supporting mission of improving curriculum across the university 
(n = 21, 87.5%), (b) providing indication of quality of the department, curriculum, and 
faculty (n = 20, 83.3%), (c) competitive edge over other departments in different state, 
provincial, or regional institutions (n = 19, 79.2%), (d) supporting mission of improv-
ing curriculum across the country (n = 18, 75.0%), and (e) providing competitive edge 
over other departments at the same university (n = 16, 66.7%). The top three sources 
of financial support covering accreditation costs (n = 26) included: (a) department (n 
= 13, 50.0%), (b) college/school (n = 11, 42.3%), and (c) university (n = 9, 34.6%). Re-
spondents were allowed to choose all financing options that applied to their program, 
to which there were no responses.

About half of the TR programs were accredited, and of those, the majority were 
accredited by COAPRT. Departments and colleges paid the bulk of the expenses for 
their accreditation.

TR Curriculum Characteristics
In the curriculum portion of the survey, the items focused on degree or program 

hours, admission requirements, TR degree characteristics, recent and projected cur-
riculum revisions, and internships. The following sections address these areas.

Program and Course Characteristics
Of the 51 respondents identifying admission requirements for undergraduate TR 

students, the top five reported responses were: (a) none, other than the university re-
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quirements (n = 28, 54.9%), (b) total cumulative GPA (n = 19, 37.3%), (c) personal 
statement (n = 13, 25.5%), (d) formal application (n = 13, 25.5%), and (e) passing pre-
requisite classes (n = 10, 19.6%). Respondents (n = 51) indicated three formats con-
cerning how courses were offered: (a) face-to-face (M = 87.9%), (b) online only (M = 
6.2%), and (c) hybrid (M = 5.9%).

Total hours required for graduation from the institution ranged from 60 to 180 
credit hours (n = 50, M = 118.3). General education credit hours ranged from none to 
120 credit hours (n = 48, M = 45.2), and required recreation and leisure coursework 
ranged from 0 to 60 credit hours (n = 47, M = 18.9). When asked about required TR 
coursework and supportive coursework, credit hours ranged from nine to 67 hours (n 
= 48, M = 25.4) for TR coursework and eight to 51 credit hours (n = 47, M = 18.1) for 
supportive coursework.

Slightly over half of the respondents did not have additional requirements for ad-
mission to the TR program beyond university admission standards. The “average” TR 
program required 118.3 hours to graduate, 45.2 hours of general education, 25.4 hours 
of TR coursework, 18.9 hours of recreation coursework, and 18.1 hours of supportive 
coursework. Additional details are provided in Table 2.

Table 2
Total Hours for Graduation from TR Educational Programs

Table 1.  Reported Accreditation Status of TR Programs (n = 53) 
 
 COAPRT CARTE 

Accredited either COAPRT/CARTE (n = 

24) 

19 (79.2%) 5 (20.8%) 

Will seek reaccreditation (n = 10) 9 (90.0%) 1 (10.0%) 

Will seek new accreditation (n = 24) 0 (0.0%) 1 (4.2%) 

 

Table 2.  Total Hours for Graduation from TR Educational Programs 
 
 n Range Mean 

Graduation from university 50 60-180 118.3 

General education  48 9-120 45.2 

Recreation & leisure 

Coursework 

47 0-60 18.9 

TR coursework 48 9-67 25.4 

Supportive coursework 47 8-51 18.1 

 
 
  TR Degree Programs

TR Degree Characteristics
Respondents (n = 56) were also queried about the types of degrees/certificates of-

fered within TR. Respondents were asked to check all program options they offered. 
The responses by level were four for certificate (7.1%), one for diploma (1.8%), two 
for associates (3.6%), 53 for bachelor’s (94.5%), eight for master’s (14.3%), and one 
doctoral program (1.8%). Most offered bachelor’s degrees with fewer offering master’s 
degrees. Very few TR programs reported offering certificate, diploma, associates, or 
doctoral degrees.

At each of the levels (certificate, associate’s, bachelor’s, master’s, and doctorate), 
respondents were asked about the type of degree offered. Associate’s, certificate, and 
doctoral programs had too few n’s per cell to report reliably. Most bachelor’s degrees 
(n = 55) were considered majors (n = 30, 54.5%), while 24 (43.6%) were considered 
options or sequences. There was one (1.8%) that marked other and clarified in the com-
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ments that TR was a concentration. Master’s degrees (n = 11) were considered majors 
or degrees for five programs (45.5%) and options/sequences for five programs (45.5%). 
Slightly more bachelor’s degrees were considered majors with master’s degrees split 
evenly between majors and options. 

Of the 57 respondents, 40 (70.2%) used the title of Therapeutic Recreation (TR) 
and 15 (26.3%) used the title of Recreation(al) Therapy (RT). Two respondents an-
swered “Other.” The most frequent title of the program remains TR.

Changes in Undergraduate Curricula. TR program directors in the U.S. and 
Canada were asked about changes affecting the total undergraduate curriculum in the 
last five years, and upcoming changes that were anticipated in the next five years. In 
the last five years, the most frequently occurring major changes to TR curriculum (n 
= 45) included: (a) student assignments in TR courses increased (n = 29, 59.2%), (b) 
increased use of student outcome measures (n = 26, 53.1%), (c) TR curriculum was sig-
nificantly revised (n = 23, 46.9%), and (d) total required TR credits increased (n = 20, 
40.8%). The anticipated TR curriculum changes included: (a) requiring more TR credit 
hours (n = 20, 41.7%), (b) increasing student outcome assessments (n = 16, 33.3%), (c) 
and more student assignments within TR (n = 15, 31.3%). Nearly 60% of all respon-
dents experienced change in the TR curriculum in the prior five years and slightly over 
40% anticipated changes in the next five years. All changes included increasing require-
ments for students. Tables 3 and 4 detail the full results.

Table 3
Last Five Years Changes to Undergraduate TR Curriculum (n = 49)
Table 3.  Last Five Years Changes to Undergraduate TR Curriculum (n = 49)  
  
 n Percent 

TR course assignments increased 29 59.2 

Student outcome measurement added 26 53.1 

TR curriculum significantly revised 23 46.9 

TR credits increased 20 40.8 

Internship requirements increased 15 30.6 

Supportive coursework increased 12 24.5 

Online courses initiated 11 22.4 

Supportive coursework decreased 7 14.3 

Other 6 12.2 

TR program initiated 5 10.2 

TR coursework deleted 5 10.2 

Online courses increased 3 6.1 

Internship requirements decreased 1 2.0 

 
 
 
  

Respondents were asked to identify the drivers of TR curricular changes. The NC-
TRC™ standards were reported as the most important driver (n = 51) at M = 1.2 (with 
1 = Very Important on a 4-point Likert scale). The remaining drivers included: (a) 
professionals’/practitioners’ inputs (n = 50, M = 1.8), (b) ATRA Standards of Practice 
(n = 50, M = 2.1), (c) faculty skills and preferences (n = 49, M = 2.4), (d) student skills 
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and preferences (n = 50, M = 2.4), (e) input from colleagues at other universities (n = 
51, M = 2.5), (f) COAPRT (n = 49, M = 2.5), and (g) CARTE (n = 50, M = 2.7). Ad-
ditional data are included in Table 5. NCTRC™ standards remain the primary driver of 
TR curriculum changes.

Table 4
Next Five Years Changes to Undergraduate TR Curriculum (n = 48)
Table 4.  Next Five Years Changes to Undergraduate TR Curriculum (n = 48) 
   
 n Percent 

TR courses will be increased 20 41.7 

Student assessment will include outcomes 16 33.3 

TR assignments will be increased 15 31.3 

Other 14 29.2 

TR program will be significantly revised 10 20.8 

Supportive coursework will be increased 9 18.8 

Online courses will be increased 8 16.7 

Online courses will be initiated 7 14.6 

Internship requirements will be increased 7 14.6 

Supportive coursework will be decreased 3 6.3 

TR program will be eliminated 2 4.2 

TR courses will be deleted 2 4.2 

Internship requirements will be decreased 0 0.0 

TR assignments will be decreased 0 0.0 

 
 
  

Table 5
Drivers in TR Curriculum Change
Table 5.  Drivers in TR Curriculum Change 
  
 n Mean Likert Rating  

NCTRC™ standards 51 1.2 

Professionals’/practitioners input 50 1.8 

ATRA standards of practice 50 2.1 

Faculty skills & preferences 49 2.4 

Student skills & preferences 50 2.4 

Colleagues’ at other universities input 51 2.5 

COAPRT standards 49 2.5 

CARTE standards 50 2.7 

 

 

Table 6. Prerequisites for TR Senior Internship (n = 51) 
 n Percent 

Legal affiliation agreement 46 90.2 

Meeting internship agency requirements 45 88.2 

Taking & passing prerequisite courses 44 86.3 

Specific practical experience 38 74.5 

University standing as a senior 30 58.8 

Minimum GPA requirement 29 56.9 

Completing at least 9-12 credit hours in TR courses 24 47.1 

Professional liability insurance 14 27.5 

Other 11 21.6 

University standing as a junior 7 13.7 
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Internship Characteristics
Respondents reported information on a variety of internship and fieldwork char-

acteristics. Of the 51 respondents to the question on number of formal/credit-based 
internship/fieldwork experiences required, 24 (47.1%) reported requiring only one 
internship/fieldwork of their TR students and 20 (39.2%) reported requiring two in-
ternship/fieldwork experiences of their TR students. The minimum number of weeks 
required for the senior TR internship included 12 weeks (n = 2, 3.9%), 14 weeks (n = 
30, 58.8%), 15 weeks (n = 14, 27.5%), and 16 weeks (n = 5, 9.8%). When asked about 
the number of contact hours (n = 51) required for the senior internship, the two most 
frequent responses were 560 hours (n = 34, 66.7%) and 600 hours (n = 11, 21.6%). At 
the time of this research, NCTRC™ required a minimum of 14 weeks, 560 contact hours 
for the senior internship.

The majority of schools also followed the NCTRC™ requirements when it came to 
the agency supervisor being a Certified Therapeutic Recreation Specialist (CTRS®) (n 
= 49 out of 51, M = 96.1%) and the university supervisor being a CTRS (n = 51, 100%). 
An average of 95.6% (range from 0 to 100%) reported that TR student internships 
were supervised exclusively by TR faculty members. Almost half of the TR programs 
required only one TR internship, usually of 14 weeks duration and 560 contact hours. 
Both the agency and the university supervisor were likely required to be a CTRS®.

The majority (n = 44, 86.3%) of the respondents reported a pre-approval system 
for senior internship placement. When asked about specific restrictions regarding lo-
cations of internships, 33 (64.7%) reported “Other” and 13 (25.5%) reported North 
America as their condition for location of the internship. Three remarks enlighten the 
rationale underpinning the pre-approval process used by respondents marking “Oth-
er” conditions for pre-approval. These included: (a) “A CTRS is available to supervise,” 
(b) “A FT CTRS on staff and agreement to university affiliation agreement,” and (c) “No 
location condition.” Additionally, establishing a legal affiliation (n = 46, 90.2%), meet-
ing agency internship requirements (n = 45, 88.2%), taking and passing prerequisite 
coursework (n = 44, 86.3%), and practical experience (n = 38, 74.5%) were recorded as 
the top four required conditions of the TR senior internship placement. Table 6 pro-
vides additional information about TR senior internship requirements.

Lastly, 30 survey participants (58.8%) reported students were not allowed to take 
other coursework during their TR senior internship. They reported little consensus 
on location restrictions of TR senior internships, but shared more agreement on legal 
contracts, quality standards for placement sites, and prerequisites for TR students prior 
to internship entry.

The clear majority (n = 43 out of 50, 86.0%) of the schools do not require stu-
dents to pay any of the travel expenses for university supervisors. In the “Other” (n 
= 7, 14.0%) response category, respondents noted that students pay a travel fee under 
various types of stipulations including whether visits are out-of-state or province, more 
than a specified number of miles from the institution, university policy to send some-
one on-site, or policies that address level of supervision per educational experience 
(i.e., practicum vs. senior internship).

The top methods for internship supervision (n = 50) included (a) telephone com-
munication (n = 49, 98.0%), (b) email communication (n = 48, 96.0%), (c) learning 
management systems (n = 41, 82.0%), and (d) onsite supervision (n = 40, 80.0%). Of 
the 50 respondents, programs typically used a graded system (n = 34, 68.0%) while 
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fewer programs used a pass/fail or satisfactory/unsatisfactory system (n = 11, 22.0%) 
to evaluate the senior internship. The majority of TR students, as reported by survey 
respondents, were not restricted to any particular semester (n = 37 of 51, 72.5%) to 
complete their internship.

TR students are not typically required to pay for university supervisors’ travel to 
internship sites. The most frequently used communication methods included tele-
phone, email, and learning management systems. TR senior internships are most likely 
to be graded experiences.

Discussion and Implications
This manuscript describes the second in a two-part 2018 study reporting on TR 

curricula. This is the fifth study in a series of longitudinal studies capturing the scope 
of data for academic programs in the United States, and the second one capturing Ca-
nadian data (Stumbo & Carter, 1999a, 1999b; Stumbo et al., 2004a, 2004b; Stumbo et 
al., 2007; Stumbo et al., 2013). The present manuscript focuses on two characteristics 
of the overall study: (a) accreditation status, and (b) curriculum/internship character-
istics.

Of the individuals who responded, the total number of COAPRT and/or CARTE 
accredited TR programs declined to 50.9% in 2018 from 71.2% in 2012 (cf., Stumbo 
et al., 2013). In addition, very few programs reported planning to seek accreditation 
in the future and few that were currently accredited reported planning on seeking re-
accreditation in the future. The recent study results reported by Autry et al. (2020) 
also noted an overall decrease in the number of accredited programs with a 30% drop 
from 2009 to 2019 based on their study responses. This decrease in accredited num-
bers raises questions regarding its purported role in TR preparation. Accreditation is 
recognized as not only a measure of quality and validation but also a means to ensure 

Table 6
Prerequisites for TR Senior Internship (n = 51)

Table 5.  Drivers in TR Curriculum Change 
  
 n Mean Likert Rating  

NCTRC™ standards 51 1.2 

Professionals’/practitioners input 50 1.8 

ATRA standards of practice 50 2.1 

Faculty skills & preferences 49 2.4 

Student skills & preferences 50 2.4 

Colleagues’ at other universities input 51 2.5 

COAPRT standards 49 2.5 

CARTE standards 50 2.7 

 

 

Table 6. Prerequisites for TR Senior Internship (n = 51) 
 n Percent 

Legal affiliation agreement 46 90.2 

Meeting internship agency requirements 45 88.2 

Taking & passing prerequisite courses 44 86.3 

Specific practical experience 38 74.5 

University standing as a senior 30 58.8 

Minimum GPA requirement 29 56.9 

Completing at least 9-12 credit hours in TR courses 24 47.1 

Professional liability insurance 14 27.5 

Other 11 21.6 

University standing as a junior 7 13.7 
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consistency in professional practice among graduates (Hail et al., 2019; Sklar & Autry, 
2017; Ulker & Bakioglu, 2019; Wilder et al., 2017). Historically, TR professional organi-
zations and scholars have expressed the need for greater consistency in academic prep-
aration as evidenced by curricular content, yet this study indicates TR programs seem 
to be moving in the opposite direction. Interestingly, this decline in TR programmatic 
accreditation is also counter to national and international trends of increasing support 
for accreditation processes in higher education (Flood & Roberts, 2017; Nabaho & 
Turyasingura, 2019; Suskie, 2016).

Most admission criteria to TR programs were relatively passive on the part of fac-
ulty (e.g., university requirements, cumulative GPAs, passing grades in requisite cours-
es, etc.). Only 25% of the respondents required a personal statement from the student 
applicant. The effect of these relatively modest requirements on student selection and 
student success is unknown.

The “average” TR degree program required approximately 118 total credit hours 
to graduate, with 45 credit hours dedicated to general education, 19 credit hours to 
recreation and leisure courses, 18 credit hours to TR, and 18 credit hours to supportive 
coursework. These numbers are interesting to note due to the relatively low number of 
TR course credit hours. The other interesting finding is that respondents reported that 
the TR course credit hours ranged from a low of nine (generally three, 3-hour courses) 
to 67 (generally 22, 3-hour courses). Although this variance is similar to that found in 
the 2012 survey by the Stumbo et al. (i.e., 12 to 59 hours; 2013) and is also supported in 
the Autry et al. study results (2020) it raises questions regarding the scope and depth of 
coverage as it relates to learner outcomes and the consistency in undergraduate prepa-
ration. Although survey data should always be viewed judiciously, it is easy to see the 
potential substantive discrepancies between the competencies of students who take 
only three TR classes compared to those who take up to 22 TR classes. This current 
study and the 2020 Autry et al. study results note increases in the number of required 
courses as well as a trend toward the inclusion of “health” in the administration loca-
tion of programs. While course variance and consistency in professional preparation 
may be questioned (ATRA HETF, 2018; Hawkins et al., 2018; Wilder et al., 2017), it is 
unknown the degree to which academic location of the department is a determinant of 
TR program hours. Researchers may speculate, along with the increase in TR courses 
and course assignments and program location in units configured with “health” in 
their titles documented in recent studies, there are environmental/location factors in-
fluencing TR curricula content and design (Autry et al., 2020).

TR remains the preferred degree title, although RT is gaining popularity. This may 
be due to a recent position by ATRA that clarifies the terminology describing TR and 
recreational therapy (2015), as well as terminology used by CARTE. ATRA endorses 
“Therapeutic Recreation is the field. Recreational therapy is the practice. Recreational 
therapists are the practitioners...” (ATRA, 2015, para. 7). Moreover, ATRA placed “Rec-
reational Therapy” in the forefront in their mission and vision statements as well as 
in their definition (ATRA, 2015). The Canadian Therapeutic Recreation Association 
(CTRA) defines Therapeutic Recreation and Recreation Therapist on their website; 
however, it does not appear CTRA endorses the same definitions as ATRA (CTRA, 
2020).

Online course offerings have nearly doubled from 3.6% to 6.2% since the 2012 
study (Stumbo et al., 2013). This increase is anticipated to continue as the number of 
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U.S. students enrolled in at least one online class was reported to have grown from 10% 
to 30% between 1999 and 2015 (Hobson & Puruhito, 2018). Recently, several authors 
have noted a similar trend in TR (Anderson et al., 2017; Autry et al., 2020; McKenney 
& Van Puymbroeck, 2017; Wilder et al., 2017). Capra (2011) also remarked that online 
course offerings and education provide increased educational opportunities for stu-
dents seeking a more flexible learning environment. This may account for why we are 
seeing an increase in online TR course offerings. Additionally, as suggested by Autry et 
al., this trend is likely to continue as a result of the worldwide shift to virtual education 
resulting from the 2019 COVID pandemic (2020).

It was clear from revisions of TR curriculum, both five years prior to the survey 
and projected five years into the future, that many TR programs have experienced and 
anticipate experiencing considerable change to their TR curriculum. In most of the 
cases, course hours, course requirements, and course assignments either had increased 
or were expected to increase. NCTRC™ standards were reported to be the primary 
driver in these changes. The ATRA HETF recommended programs incorporate new 
and increasing levels of competencies (Craig et al., 2020). Thus, as programs consider 
different and new standards by NCTRC™ they may consider, at the same time, the call 
from the profession to increase competencies for entry-level practitioners. Moreover, 
if program curriculum is developed and designed to the knowledge, skills, and atti-
tudes expected of students by the profession (Stoddard et al., 2019), it makes sense that 
programs are looking to NCTRC™ standards when designing or modifying their cur-
riculum especially if that curriculum is guided by the competencies defined through 
a job analysis of current TR practice that is foundational to certification criteria of 
NCTRC™. These current and projected course-related increases may reflect the trend 
toward stand-alone majors and an overall increase in the number of RT/TR degrees as 
well as the concurrent increases in enrollments, performance expectations, expanding 
knowledge base, and/or changing practices (Autry et al., 2020; Wilder et al., 2017). 
While positive on one hand, the number of responding programs to this survey and 
that reported by Autry et al. have declined over the last decade signaling the need to 
consider the consequences of curricular expansion on programs having fewer offer-
ings and faculty investigating the domino effect on availability of students to fill vacant 
positions (Autry et al., 2020).

The majority of the respondents reported requiring either one to two credit-based 
fieldwork/internships. The senior internship was most likely to be 560 hours over 14 
weeks. Again, this aligns with NCTRC™ internship requirements (NCTRC™, n.d.) at 
the time of the survey and shows the impact of their standards on curricula. The re-
spondents to the previous studies in this series (Stumbo & Carter, 1999a, 1999b; Stum-
bo et al., 2004a, 2004b; Stumbo et al., 2013) reported offering most often one or two 
senior internships likely to address the NCTRC™ internships requirements. Despite the 
majority of programs following NCTRC™ requirements for internship, it does not tell 
us the complete picture. Higher education has focused its attention on programs em-
bedding the skills and attributes of a profession into curricular offerings, many times 
through internships (Jackson, 2017). Moreover, the National Association of Colleges 
and Employers (NACE) report that “high-quality internship experiences are increas-
ingly understood to be an integral part of an excellent undergraduate education, with 
prominent educational organizations advocating internships as a pathway to career 
success for college students” (Lierman et al., 2017, para. 1). College internships provide 
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a variety of benefits, such as developing immediate skills that can improve course per-
formance (Knouse et al., 1999). 

Additionally, the ATRA HETF found in their mixed-methods study that the pro-
fession called for “increased and improved fieldwork requirements…” (Craig et al., 
2020, p. 375). For many TR academic programs, the reality of having more than one 
internship or other clinical experiences is unrealistic because of the constraints placed 
by the university for such things as total credit hours allowed, limited field experience 
sites, supervisors near the university, and/or appropriate faculty to supervise students 
or manage the course.

It is also important to note that findings from NACE’s study on internships report 
that GPA and total number of internships during one’s undergraduate career were ma-
jor predictors of initial career outcomes (Saltikoff, 2017). Despite the study being con-
ducted with a relatively small sample associated with a liberal arts degree, it highlights 
the importance of the number of internships to support student post-college career 
aspirations. Furthermore, the Looksharp 2016 State of Millennial Hiring Report (2016) 
report from their survey noted that “internships are a critical element in determining 
career success. There are strong correlations between having at least one internship 
and improved job prospects after graduation and finding employment in the field of 
study” (para. 4). Furthermore, the Association of American Colleges and Universi-
ties (AACU) report from their study found that employers “say that possessing both 
field-specific knowledge and a broad range of knowledge and skills is important for 
recent college graduates to achieve long-term career success” (AACU & Hart Research 
Associates, 2015, p. 1). These studies support that an internship as well as educational 
courses are important when considering entry-level competencies of undergraduates.

Limitations to this study included the use of an online survey. Some respondents, 
because of their computer configurations, experienced difficulty completing the sur-
vey. In addition, the length of the survey presented a barrier to some individuals. How-
ever, the response rate of 73.6% was high for online surveys, although any degree of 
non-response lowers the validity of the results. Because of the high number of non-re-
sponses throughout the survey, some caution is needed in interpreting the results. An 
additional limitation of this study is investigating the name and content of TR courses. 
There may be programs that have core classes in research/evaluation, programming, 
leadership, administration, and the like, but do not have TR in the course title. These 
program directors may have not counted these in their responses to the TR courses 
questions since TR is not in the course titles. Another limitation is not investigating the 
titles and course content for each respondent. Thus, it makes it difficult to infer if TR 
preparation programs are addressing similar knowledge and skills.

The study did not attempt to draw comparison between the U.S. and Canada for 
two reasons. First, a comparison was outside the intent of this study, and second, given 
that a small number of Canadian schools responded to inquiries (n = 5), their ano-
nymity might be jeopardized. A trend analysis over time was also considered outside 
the purview of this particular study, although one may be conducted and reported at 
a later time. 

Recommendations for Future Research
With only a little over half of the respondents to this survey noting their programs 

are currently accredited by either COAPRT and/or CARTE, there appears to be a need 
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to conduct a more in-depth study concerning the reasons this accountability tool is 
not readily embraced. Stumbo et al. (2013) noted several reasons programs do not seek 
re-accreditation. Perhaps studies might investigate the benefit/cost analysis of accredi-
tation, especially in terms of quality indicators, faculty support/resources to complete 
the accreditation process, as well as graduation, employment, and certification rates for 
TR students. It would be valuable to explore relationships between accreditation status 
and other study variables such as administrative location, types of faculty lines, faculty 
terminal degrees, course and internship requirements, student enrollments, available 
degree levels, and the like. In addition, research might explore the faculty or practi-
tioner preference of one accreditation program over the other. It may also be worth 
investigating the impact of a largely internal, resource-based model to an externally 
based, business-focused model that assesses student outcomes as the “products” of the 
education system on quality indicators. Accreditation currently addresses learner out-
comes without delineating curricular offerings. Could this focus be one explanation 
for the decline of programmatic accreditation? With the accreditation focus on learner 
outcomes, are there other curriculum characteristics future surveys should investigate?

Further study of the impact of the availability of online TR classes and programs 
on enrollment patterns is warranted. For example, it may be possible that online offer-
ings at multiple universities have led to increases in individuals enrolling in TR mas-
ter’s programs from 2012 to 2018. Yet, these increases are happening at a time when 
the bachelor’s degree is considered entry-level into the profession (ATRA HETF, 2018; 
Hawkins et al., 2018). An additional query may examine the effect of online courses to 
open up enrollment opportunities for students who do not live near a university or col-
lege that offers TR. It may also be of interest to investigate online courses in relation to 
the accelerated master’s option, as many TR programs are now offering an accelerated 
bachelor’s to master’s degree.

As with previous studies, parameters of the senior internship were documented 
noting increases in weeks and hours required and supervision by qualified individu-
als. In view of the present concern to improve the quality of fieldwork across curricula 
(ATRA HETF, 2018; Craig et al., 2020; Hawkins et al., 2018; Wilder et al., 2017), there 
is a need for a more in-depth investigation into the processes and procedures that are 
required for successively enriched internship experiences.  

While the present study intended to investigate the characteristics and changes 
in TR curriculum from previous studies, an acknowledged concern over the years has 
been the commonalities among program organization and delivery. This study did af-
firm increases in curricular content and expectations recognizing accreditation focus 
on student learning outcomes. Further research is necessary to determine what factors 
influence exit skills of TR graduates and whether the profession should investigate if 
these factors can be succinctly identified across academic programs.

Though it was not the intent of this study to investigate the names and content of 
the TR courses, it is recommended. Having a better idea of the name of the courses and 
the content of each course would provide information on consistencies and differences 
across TR curricula. An investigation of this magnitude may provide evidence that 
student learning outcomes are being met regardless of whether or not a TR curriculum 
is accredited. 
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Summary
This article, the second in a two-part series reporting results from the 2018 cur-

riculum study, presents information on (a) accreditation, and (b) curriculum/intern-
ship characteristics of the research. Less than half of TR programs report being accred-
ited by COAPRT or CARTE. Most programs experienced and anticipated experiencing 
significant changes in curriculum and course requirements. NCTRC™ credentialing 
requirements have significant impact on TR undergraduate coursework and internship 
requirements. Only time, and more in-depth research will tell if these changing pat-
terns are healthy for the profession.
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